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The decision to recommend a voluntary approach does not appear to sit entirely well with all SWG members. "My personal opinion is that it's impossible to have any kind of a credible strategy unless you change some regulations," says Bill Jeffery, national coordinator for the Centre for Science in the Public Interest, who is skeptical about the usefulness of voluntary limits.
The UK's approach hasn't been particularly effective, he notes. "They weren't nearly as successful as they had hoped they would be. They wanted to reduce salt intake from 9 grams per day to 6 grams per day. They've been at this for several years now, and they've only managed to reduce their sodium intake by a little bit less than one gram. Now that's huge from a population health perspective. There are going to be big dividends for that. But it does expose the fact that taking a voluntary approach has some real limitations."
The ultimate outcome will depend upon the implementation plan, Jeffery adds. "Just stating a bunch of targets and then hoping that all food companies fall into line, I think is naïve."
There's little evidence that food industry associations are already preparing for, or actively tackling, the problem, he says. "They always point to two examples: the Canada Bread Company's salt reduction in some of their lines of bread and Campbell's Soup. … The entire industry has been working on this for years. Where are the other examples?" Jeffery also expressed "considerable consternation" over the SWG's make-up and particularly, Barr's involvement. The Dieticians of Canada take "a ton of money through their research foundation from the food industry," he notes. According to its website, the organization receives research funding from such associations and companies as the Dairy Farmers of Canada, Kraft Canada Inc., McCain Foods (Canada), McDonald's Restaurants of Canada Limited, Nestle and Pepsi.
Barr, a professor of Food Nutrition and Health at the University of British Columbia, acknowledges she has done "a little bit of consulting" for the food industry as a member of the medical advisory board for ConAgra Foods in the United States. ConAgra Foods states on its website that it "makes many leading brands," including Chef Boyardee, Hunt's, Orville Redenbacher's and PAM.
The voluntary salt reduction guidelines preferred by industry are the right approach, provided there are "very clear targets" and rigorous public monitoring, L'Abbe says.
"Right now, I think the problem would be we don't have one solution that would fit the whole food industry," she adds. "Regulations don't lend themselves to having this set of targets for the baking industry, a different set of targets for processed meats. The complexity of developing a regulation that would be different for every type of food category would be challenging." -Becky Rynor, Ottawa, Ont. DOI:10.1503/cmaj.109-3100 CMAJ
